HEALTH AND SAFETY IN THE NEW ERA
BY CHARLES LEVENSTEIN T HE NEW CLINTON ADMINISfRATION WILL be in office by the time this editorial appears. At this writing, we know that he has chosen an interesting EPA head -someone who might provide a more vigorous leadership to the agency and who is closely linked with Vice President Gore, and so might get heard in the White House. Bruce Babbitt, apparently a favorite of the national environmental lobby, has been named Secretary of the Interior. On the other hand, the new OSHA head has not yet been appointed and we have heard complaints from at least some trade unionists about Robert Reich's selection as Secretary of Labor (an "academic," not from "labor"). The closest that labor has come to the Clinton cabinet is the failed nomination of Zoe Baird for attorney general. She is the daughter of a trade unionist, according to The New York Times.
The legislative priorities of the new administration are no mystery. The first commitment is to finding ways to revitalize the economy and create more jobs. Given the constraints which this administration accepts -"competitiveness" in the world economy, federal government deficit containment (if not reduction), and continuing status as the only superpower in town, finding the way back to full employment will be no mean task. "Industrial policy" will no longer be anathema in Washington, so we can imagine a more interventionist federal government, but much of the talk is about creating or refurbishing "infrastructure," meaning public works and education. New government regulations that impose a substantial burden on the private sector will not be well received. The White House Office of Management and Budget (OMB), even under new leadership, will assert the primacy of the market over health.
ONE AREA OF COMPETITION
On the other hand, Gore has endorsed "sustainable development," which may mean that environmentally protective measures that also enhance productivity will be well-received. Perhaps Ointon's OMB will appreciate such possibilities. Gore apparently believes that environmental technology is one of the areas in which the U.S. can and should compete internationally. If this means that we are to export end-of-the-pipe control technology, that would not bode well for pollution prevention efforts. It would also undercut efforts to protect workers from toxic exposures, a side benefit of pollution prevention.
Occupational health may benefit from the strong support for education, particularly from Secretary of Labor Reich. 'His "human capital" arguments for increasing the skills of the labor force intersect nicely with the need for expanded occupational safety and health training for workers and environmental education for community residents. In this context, the Superfund for Workers, which would provide education and income benefits for workers displaced by environmental regulation, may be an idea whose time has come. Certainly, this administration will be open to schemes for increased worker participation in industry, including joint safety and health committees. The new managerial discourse does include words like "empowerment."
The second priority of the Clinton administration is health care reform. Although concerns about "underserved populations" and equity have motivated progressives for many years, the soaring costs of medical care have added major corporations to the crowd seeking some sort of change. Medical insurance is no longer a "fringe" benefit. The "competitiveness" gang has come to realize that an irrationally organized medical care system NEW SOLUTIONS Spring 1993 3 doi: 10.2190/NS3.3.a http://baywood.com has serious economic consequences. Employer concern about the rising cost of Workers' Compensation insurance, part of which is due to the rise in medical care costs, also contributes to the pressure for change. Nevertheless, there is no clear program for reform around which a potent political bloc can coalesce. In any case, primary prevention of occupational and environmental disease and injury is rarely part of the policy discussion, even among the more progressive advocates of medical care reform.
OSHA REFORM MAY LIVE YET
Although neither occupational nor environmental health is an important item on the first-100-days list for the Clinton administration, OSHA reform legislation may still be alive. The Clinton jobs program and health care reform are knotty problems with difficult legislative negotiations yet to occur, while the Senate has already had hearings on an OSHA reform bill. A new bill will have to be submitted to the new Congress, but perhaps the Senate could more easily move ahead. Where the money will come from to finance a reconstructed OSHA and NIOSH, however, is not clear, and the Kennedy bill does not seem to have sufficiently broad Senate backing at this writing.
Certainly, the elements of OSHA reform called for by New Sollltions' analysts (Noble, Weil, MacAteer, and others) are worthy of our support. Given the likelihood that regulatory reform will not be top priority in the new administration, however, we should remember what it is possible to do quickly under the current law.
• The general duty clause of the OSH Act could be used more aggressively where standards are outdated or don't exist.
• Support for worker training programs, like New Directions under Eula Bingham, could be expanded dramatically.
• Pilot programs already have demonstrated effective joint labor/management committees. Positive 4 Spring 1993 NEW SOLUTIONS and negative incentives could be introduced to encourage their institution, especially in construction.
• OSHA could prosecute more seriously 11 (c) violations by employers discriminating against workers who file health and safety complaints • With adequate funding, OSHA could field more complianceofficersand actually enforce its regulations.
• OSHA could monitor state plans more closely and de-certify ones that are not at least as effective as the federal agency.
GOOD DEPUTY SECRETARY NEEDED
In order to accomplish such a relatively modest agenda, that is, merely seeking to do what the law says it's going to do, Clinton must appoint a good deputy secretary of labor for OSHA. There are excellent candidates available, including highly qualified professionals in the labor movement, as well as academic advocates of worker health. Labor deserves credit for its substantial and discreet support of the Clinton/Gore ticket; and workers deserve a break after 12 years of malign neglect.
For the grassroots environmental and occupational health movements, the critical question is how to use terrific political experience, learned the hard way at the local and state levels, to advance worker and community health and safety nationally. The Clinton administration will be one that builds consensus and compromises among national players and the broad-based public health movement has no clear national voice. The lesson of Superfund reauthorization in 1986 under a hostile administration should not be lost: the coalition of national environmental organizations, grassroots environmental groups and labor makes for a powerful presence in Washington. The lesson of labor's ill-fated High Risk Worker Notification bill is that going it alone in an insiders' Washingtongame will lose.
